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 The Second World War and South Asia:
 An Introduction

 The far-reaching impact of the Second World War on South Asian
 economics, politics and society is undeniable, yet, the historiography
 dealing with British India in the 1940s has, inexplicably, shied away
 from examining the nature, and the changes wrought by this conflict
 on the country's polity.

 Instead, one can discern a continuing tendency in the existing
 historical literature to concentrate on particular episodes. Significant
 topics in this regard are the complexities of official policy and
 especially the Cripps' Mission, the various aspects of Congress and
 Muslim League strategies, the 'Quit India' movement of August 1942,1
 the Bengal Famine,2 the battles fought against the Japanese forces in
 North-Eastern India;3 the Indian National Army and Subhas Chandra
 Bose,4and not least, the events leading to, and accompanying, the
 partition of the Indian empire into two independent nations in 1947.5
 While an examination of these topics remains undeniably significant,
 all the studies in question shift our focus away from attempts to study
 the war as an event that fundamentally re-ordered societal, economic
 and political patterns. Even a recent edition of South Asia on North
 India: Partition and Independence provides little information on war
 as a catalyst of changes. Tan Tai Yong's valuable contribution traced
 the roots of military rule in Pakistan to the militarisation of Punjab
 in the late colonial era with the war playing a crucial role. Vinita
 Damodaran also fleetingly mentions the effect of war in her significant
 analysis of riots and the state but the centrality of War in brutalising
 society and contributing to the erosion of the Raj's ability to maintain
 political stability in the empire has not been highlighted. The inevitable
 link between war, decolonization and partition sadly enough has not
 been explored systematically. This collection attempts to explore
 decolonization as a political- administrative process in the context of
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 2 SOCIAL SCIENTIST

 the Second World War and thus departs from the existing
 historiography on the subject6.

 THE SECOND WORLD WAR AS A CATALYST OF CHANGE

 Whilst the Second World War brought economic prosperity to Indian
 industrialists and big business houses, it also increased the magnitude
 of mass suffering. The incidence of rampant inflation, widespread
 corruption, chronic shortages and vigorous 'black' markets, especially
 between 1942 and 1945, culminated in a devastating famine that
 ravaged Eastern, as well as parts of Western and Southern India in
 the period 7. The resultant mass discontent gradually began to be
 incorporated in, and often began to define, political movements
 mobilised against the colonial state: a process illustrated by the
 growing interaction between mass protest movements and rival
 nationalist organisations, political parties, radical peasant bodies and
 trade unions.

 At another level, the war also damaged the veneer of 'invincibility'
 that surrounded the Raj. The Indian refugees from Burma brought
 back tales of British defeat by an Asian enemy - an oft repeated racial
 motif in nationalist propaganda material encouraging the overthrow
 of the Raj - and the official attempts to quash such 'defeatism' only
 had the effect of giving credibility to 'rumours' about the impending
 collapse of the colonial regime8. The levels of discontent and
 willingness to confront the colonial administration were fuelled by a
 number of other factors. For instance, the initiation of a series of
 strategic measures - like the so-called 'Denial' policy and the
 requisitioning of private property for the creation of military
 installations - proved extremely disruptive to the local economies.
 Moreover, the presence of an enormous Allied army composed of
 British, Indian, African, Chinese and Australasian troops in a region
 unprepared for war resulted in furthering social tensions9. The often
 fractious nature of the encounter between these troops and the local
 populace gave nationalist activists the opportunity to use the issue to
 stoke discontent against the administration.

 At the level of 'high politics', it was obvious to all that the Raj
 was on the retreat. This realisation triggered debates between the
 Indian National Congress and the Muslim League over the nature of
 a future Indian government. Sadly, the bickering between them would
 leave an imprint on local politics: it contributed to the visible
 sharpening of the communal tensions in the wartime years. In the
 Muslim majority province of Bengal, for instance, the League was

This content downloaded from 
�������������111.119.187.6 on Tue, 14 Jul 2020 12:53:17 UTC������������� 

All use subject to https://about.jstor.org/terms



 THE SECOND WORLD WAR AND SOUTH ASIA

 now able to capture the imagination of the Muslim peasantry by
 promising emancipation from 'Hindu/landlord' oppression; and the
 language of class mobilisation began to develop bitter communal
 overtones'0. A society brutalised by famine provided the context in
 which these ideas were imbibed and acted upon, leading ultimately
 to communal carnage in Bengal, which resulted in riots elsewhere11.
 No doubt, the rise of the Communist sponsored Tebhaga movement,
 comprising poorer segments of the rural population, challenged the
 dominant communal overtone of peasant mobilisation in Bengal but
 the communally charged political environment engulfed the Tebhaga
 movement and restricted it to particular regions of Bengal. This unique
 movement petered out under the pressure of the tumultuous events
 centering around partition. While the political differences and
 dithering within the leadership of the Communist Party over the final
 goal of the movement contributed as well to its gradual eclipse 2.

 The Second World War also brought to the fore the changes taking
 place within the edifice of the colonial state.'3 The army, police and
 bureaucracy came under severe pressure in the period, and the wartime
 experience fundamentally modified the attitudes of the employees of
 all three services.

 While there can be no doubt that the seeds of these changes could
 be located in the Congress's emphatic election victory of 1937, the
 impossibility of isolating the party in an inevitably momentous post-
 war constitutional settlement made Indian officials extremely nervous
 about alienating Congress leaders. Indeed, a wide range of historical
 sources - such as memoirs by officials and contemporary military
 intelligence - underline the increasing links between the various
 nationalist parties and the colonial officialdom at all levels of the
 administration. This wartime shift of political loyalties possibly
 explains why and how the Congress was able to consolidate its regime
 in India with great rapidity even after the tumultuous events of the
 partition.

 Thus, apart from the Second World War one needs to grasp the
 inter-connections between wartime developments and the British
 decision to withdraw from the Indian empire in 1947. The question
 that needs to be addressed is how and why the political and social
 trends between 1939 and 1945, accelerated decolonization. This is
 in contradistinction to the dominant historiography, which while
 documenting the impact of war on nationalist mobilisations, on high
 level political negotiations and on the problems of governability, has
 tended to reduce complicated events and developments into a single

 3
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 4 SOCIAL SCIENTIST

 cohesive political discourse that ignores the complexities of the process
 of de-colonisation.

 A NOTE ON THE THEORETICAL PERSPECTIVE OF DECOLONIZATION

 Although the articles in this collection are not representative of a
 shared theoretical framework a number of common issues can be

 identified. There is clearly an influence derived from Gramsci and
 earlier attempts to analyse the colonial state in relation to notions of
 a contested hegemony14 which particularly characterised the war
 time period. This can be detected in the conceptual approach of some
 of the articles. Closely related is the focus on the different discourses
 which were constituted in the colonial and post-partition state
 addressing or interpolating different subjects which alludes to the
 concerns of post-modernists with discursive formations. This may be
 seen under-pinning the problem of constructing national identities
 out of the struggle for independence during the period of the Second
 World War. For example the development of an Indian national
 identity which nevertheless incorporated cultural and religious
 diversity, including conflicting classes and contrasting communities
 such as the adivasi areas. These continued to be perceived, even after
 partition in an essentially neo-colonial manner as at a more primitive
 level of development, requiring paternal protection.

 The role of coercion and consent in the post-partition South Asian
 states leads us to some direct consideration of the work of Gramsci
 and his observations on the role of hegemony and coercion in the
 modern state, which has characterised at least one earlier collection
 on colonialism5s. In attempting to apply insights from Gramsci one
 might stress that for most of its existence the colonial state, the Raj,
 had been essentially as in many pre-capitalist formations "a
 mechanical bloc of social groups, often of different races ..". Due
 precisely to this: Under the constraint and military political pressure
 that bore upon them, and could at certain moments assume an acute
 form, the subaltern groups maintained a life of their own, with specific
 institutions"16. In comparison in the 'integral' state of a modernised
 social formation, for example in the transition to the modern Indian
 national state, we see the possibility of a different model of class
 formation arising, one where social and cultural relations should not
 be seen in a narrow economistic fashion.

 Gramsci had conceived of this as the transition from a "mechanical

 bloc of social forces to an organic bloc sealed by the active hegemony
 that a leading class exercises over society as a whole,[this] is precisely
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 the historic bloc in power"17. A fruitful hypothesis for the historian
 and social scientist even if it requires revision in its application. From
 such a perspective it would seem that in many respects the Congress
 was to play the decisive role at the centre during the transition period
 in an attempt to consolidate such an historic bloc, and in the
 'hybridisation' rather than overthrow of the colonial state in India.
 One might contrast the significant but rather different political role
 of the Muslim League in the emergence of both India and Pakistan.

 In this period of crisis a new relation between structures and
 superstructures was required, corresponding to the new constellation
 of historical forces in the post-partition period. But how developed
 was this process in the war time period and was it to be achieved and
 more importantly sustained in the new states during the post war
 period? How useful is a neo-Marxist model for understanding this
 situation? Was a new historic bloc formed in India, as opposed to
 Pakistan, linking the disparate elements of a 'national bourgeoisie' to
 the residual functionaries of the post-colonial state, whose previous
 role had been mainly coercive; its bureaucracy and judiciary, the police
 and the military? Did India (or Pakistan) in their respective ways
 experience a modernising 'passive revolution' of sorts, originating in
 this conjuncture? Clearly the creation of any post partition hegemony
 required more than the conclusion of a political deal, to create
 cohesion and solidarity between old and new elites making up a new
 political ruling class whose function was simply to dominate and
 lead an uneven and fractious alliance of subordinate classes and

 communities. No simple mechanism was available to achieve
 hegemony, more would have been required; the new states had not
 only to assimilate the intellectuals inherited from the colonial state
 and its institutions, but recruit those 'organic' intellectuals, whose
 links to the masses and to civil society were not simply formal or
 bureaucratic. As Gramsci has stressed it was necessary for the
 intellectual not just to 'know' but to 'understand and feel' his relation
 to the people, hence the significance of civil society re-conceived to
 include the whole domain of culture; discourses and language,
 literature, folklore and indeed the whole universe of symbolic
 representation to be found in the popular culture, or rather popular
 cultures of the sub-continent.

 THE FOCUS OF THIS ISSUE:

 This Issue of the Social Scientist explores some aspects of the
 complex relationship between war and de-colonisation. It analyses

 5
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 6 SOCIAL SCIENTIST

 the nature of interaction between political parties, different interest
 groups and the colonial state in order to recreate a more complex
 understanding of, what Moore has termed, the 'endgames' of empire'8.
 Consequently they shift the focus away from the activities of the
 Congress and the Muslim League Central Working Committees, by
 exploring the activities of various regional and marginalised social
 and political groups. Undoubtedly it was the Quit India Movement
 that undermined the legitimacy of the colonial government and was
 in this sense a major milestone in the process of decolonisation. The
 first paper is an analysis of the underground literature of the Quit
 India Movement (1942-44) in the context of the importance of
 vernacular and English language newspapers for the Indian Congress
 organisation. Paul Greenough emphasises the irony of the colonial
 government which had presided over the introduction of liberal values,
 ruthlessly intimidating, banning and censoring unruly nationalist
 publications. The imposition of strict press controls and the banning
 of major Congress meetings led to the rapid emergence of an extensive
 underground press. The problems caused by Quit India Movement
 for the colonial government and the tensions between Gandhian
 approaches to resistance and patriotic sacrifice and a more militant
 revolutionary rhetoric in some of the underground publications is
 the main focus of the article.

 A demonstration of how the most crucial and complicated forms
 of pressure on the Raj came from below is found in the article by
 Gondhalekar and Bhattacharya. This focuses on the way religious,
 nationalist parties like the 'All India Hindu Mahasabha', who were
 assigned a minor role in the political negotiations by the government,
 developed powerful strategies in advoqating their political agendas
 and strengthening their positions. Indeed, Hindu Mahasabha
 developed a series of projects ranging from the militarisation of Hindus
 through collaboration with the British war efforts to penetrating
 Congress organisations at grass roots level with their seemingly anti-
 colonial rhetoric. Even at the moment of their seeming proximity to
 the Congress they did not surrender their independent political identity
 and their own interpretation of the meanings of the Indian nation.

 However, it would be wrong to visualise Hindu Mahasabha as a
 powerful monolithic organisation moving in unilinear fashion towards
 the realisation of its goals. Rather one finds Hindu Mahasabha - a
 faction ridden, vacillating organisation - oscillating between co-
 operation with the colonial government and bouts of anti-colonial
 posturing.
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 However, the fixed co-ordinates in Hindu Mahasabha politics
 remained their steadfast commitment to militant communal

 propaganda. Indeed, Hindu Mahasabha's potentiality to foment
 communal troubles in a highly volatile situation during the period of
 decolonization posed a substantial threat to the public order that in
 no small measure contributed to the processes of hasty retreat of the
 Raj. Nandini Gondhalekar and Sanjoy Bhattacharya have presented
 a powerful analysis of Mahasabha politics in this period.

 Hindu nationalist politics constitutes only one aspect of the diverse
 forms of political mobilisation in the period of decolonization. Any
 portrayal of the processes of decolonization would remain incomplete
 without reference to the adivasi politics during the war. Two different
 aspects of the adivasi politics are brought to the fore here by Amit
 Prakash and Biswamoy Pati. Prakash analyses Jharkhand politics of
 the period. Jharkhand is located in the Chotonagpur plateau
 embracing the southern part of the modern Indian state of Bihar,
 fringe areas extreme western part of Bengal, and north west Orissa.
 The area is rich with mineral deposits and forest wealth and contains
 a large adivasi population, who were identified as 'tribes' in the
 colonial anthropological lexicon. The adivasi population also
 constitutes the most ardent supporters of the movement for statehood.

 Indeed, the very presence of adivasis in the most active mining
 belt of the country had concerned the colonial administrators. They
 emphasised secluding the adivasi population from non-tribals.
 However, the colonial government failed to evolve a clear ideological
 basis regarding its policy. The inter-penetration of culture and lifestyle
 between adivasis and the low caste Hindu population confused the
 colonial officials. A similar confusion triggers the debate over the
 management of resources in the region among nationalist rulers.
 Furthermore, local adivasi leaders formulated their own political
 strategy to promote a political agenda of a new province for Jharkhand
 region. Amit Prakash's article follows this debate from the colonial
 period onwards; continuity or change is the main theme of his
 argument.

 Biswamoy Pati explores the 'dialectics of retreat' in his paper on
 the adivasi regions of Orissa in the period between 1943 and 1950.
 Pati traces how the Congress aimed at fostering a new alliance with
 the land holding groups in rural society in order to build up a
 sustainable political base. In this very process of coalition formation
 Pati traces the rise of a nebulous ruling class in rural Orissa after
 Independence. He unravels a highly complex process involving

 7
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 8 SOCIAL SCIENTIST

 gradual changes in the Congress attitude towards crucial political
 and developmental issues in the region. While explaining the strategies
 of the dominant elites, Pati also explains the nature of resistance to
 the Congress attempt at hegemonising local politics. According to
 Pati the Communist sponsored peasant movement constituted a crucial
 strand in this resistance to the Congress strategy. However, Pati locates
 here a highly complex process whereby peasant movements could
 not overcome diverse social faultlines within their ranks including
 that of the division between the 'tribals' and non-tribals. Thus we

 find a complex picture of social transition in Orissa during the War
 when the Congress Raj gradually replaced the collapsing empire .

 The decolonization of the British empire in South Asia had
 significant international repercussions. Indeed, a common theme that
 one could trace in the writings of D.A. Low was that the Indian and
 the Pakistani Independence signalled the retreat of the empire and
 the colonies fell like a row of dominoes. Alan Cousins here explores
 the other side of the argument where he traces how India appeared to
 be a bad precedent to those colonial officials who were eager to make
 experiments with other forms of 'native administration' in order to
 avoid the Indian example. The article thus highlights a relatively less
 explored corner of the Indian impact on the imperial mind in the
 context of declonization.

 Subho Basu, Sanjoy Bhattacharya, Robert Keys

 NOTES

 1. G. Kudaisya, 'State Power and the Erosion of Colonial Authority in Uttar
 Pradesh, India, 1930-42', Unpublished Ph.D. thesis, University of Cambridge,
 1992. See, for example, F.G. Hutchins, Spontaneous Revolution The Quit
 India Movement, Delhi, 1971; A.C. Bhuyan, The Quit India Movement, the
 Second World War and Indian Nationalism, New Delhi, 1975; P.N. Chopra
 (ed.), Quit India Movement: British Secret Report, Faridabad, 1976, and G.
 Pandey (ed.), The Indian Nation in 1942, Calcutta, 1988.

 2. See, for example, M.S. Venkataramani, The Bengal Famine of 1943:The
 American Response, Delhi, 1973; P.R. Greenough, 'Indian Famines and
 Peasant Victims: the case of Bengal in 1943-44', M.A.S., 14, 2, 1980; A.K.
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 1981; A.K. Ghose, 'Food Supply and Starvation: A Study of Famines with
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